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NFL YEAR BEGINS 
Former Super 
Bowl-winning 
quarterback Nick 
Foles reportedly is 
dealt to Bears as 
player moves start. 


STEPHEN B. MORTON AP 


SPORTS 


What can the 
Panthers expect to 
get now in a trade 
for Newton? w 
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Mecklenburg County closes 
yms, health clubs, theaters 


BY HANNAH SMOOT, 
BRUCE HENDERSON 
AND CATHERINE MUCCIGROSSO 
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Mecklenburg County’s public 
health director has tightened 
her ban on mass gatherings, 
ordering gyms, health clubs and 
theaters to close as the number 
of coronavirus cases inches up. 


“The main focus here is to 
protect our community and to 
continue to reduce the amount 
of people who are exposed to 
this virus,” health director Gib- 
bie Harris told county commis- 
sioners Tuesday night. 

The owner of three major 
Charlotte-area shopping cen- 
ters, SouthPark mall, Concord 
Mills and Charlotte Premium 
Outlets, said they would volun- 
tarily close through March 29. 


Fourteen cases of COVID-19 
have been reported in the coun- 
ty since last Thursday, health 
officials reported Wednesday 
morning. That number has dou- 
bled since Monday. 

The ban Harris initially signed 
Monday, prohibiting gatherings 
of 50 or more people until April 
12, does not include Charlotte 
Douglas International Airport, 
bus or light rail stops, residential 
buildings, hotels, shelters, gro- 


cery stores and shopping malls. 

More changes to her recom- 
mendations are likely in the 
coming days, she told commis- 
sioners. 

North Carolina’s total report- 
ed cases of COVID-19, the ill- 
ness caused by the new strain of 
coronavirus, rose to at least 81, 
the (Raleigh) News & Observer 
reported. 

Union and Gaston counties 
both announced their first re- 


ported cases, and Iredell its 
second on Wednesday. Lincoln 
and Cabarrus counties have 
each reported one case. 

Mecklenburg continues to test 
for the virus, but other health- 
care providers are working to 
make sure sick patients are 
tested. 

Charlotte’s Tryon Medical 
Partners opened a drive-thru 
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Public 
health 
director 
can wield 
power 


BY JIM MORRILL 
jmorrill@charlotteobserver.com 


In response to the coro- 
navirus crisis, Mecklenburg 
County residents could be 
ordered to “shelter in 
place,” that is, to generally 
stay home. 

The order would not come 
from the president or gover- 
nor. Instead it would come 
from Gibbie Harris, the 
county’s public health direc- 
tor. 

Harris mentioned the 
possibility Tuesday night at 
a meeting of county com- 
missioners. She’s already 
restricted the size of public 
gatherings to 50 people or 
less and this week ordered 
the closing of all gyms, 
health clubs and movie thea- 
ters. 

Gov. Roy Cooper had 
banned gatherings of more 
than 100, but state health 
officials have since endorsed 
the 50-person ban first rec- 
ommended by the U.S. Cen- 
ters for Disease Control and 
Prevention. The governor 
has not ordered the closure 
of gyms, health clubs or 
theaters. 

“She’s doing an outstand- 
ing job,” commissioners’ 
Chairman George Dunlap 
said Wednesday. “She’s very 
thoughtful about the steps 
she takes.” 

Harris was hired by coun- 
ty commissioners who act as 
the county’s board of health. 
She reports to County Man- 
ager Dena Diorio. Though 
normally low-profile, county 
health directors like Harris 
have sweeping authority 
under state law. 

In a blog, Norma Houston 
of UNC’s School of Govern- 
ment said local health direc- 
tors have “independent 
authority at the local level to 
order quarantine and isola- 
tion and enforce communi- 
cable disease control mea- 
sures.” 

“At the local level,” she 
wrote, “the authority to 
order quarantine or isolation 
is vested solely in the local 
health director; a city or 
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PAT SUTPHIN The Times-News via AP file 


America’s nearly 7,000 jails, prisons and correction facilities are an ideal breeding ground for the spread of the coronavirus. Mecklenburg’s 
courts released a number of inmates from the jail, part of an effort to reduce the risk of a coronavirus outbreak while protecting public safety. 


To avoid COVID-19 outbreak, 
Mecklenburg frees inmates 


BY MICHAEL GORDON 
AND AMES ALEXANDER 
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As the Carolinas publicly 
scramble to limit the spread of 
the coronavirus, Mecklenburg 
County’s criminal justice system 
has begun quietly reducing the 
inmate population at its uptown 
jail. 

As of Tuesday, about four 
dozen of the jail’s 1,600 occu- 
pants have been scheduled for 
release, part of an ongoing case- 


by-case analysis by judges, pros- 
ecutors and defense attorneys of 
who needs to be in custody 
during the emerging pandemic 
and who does not. 

More releases are expected in 
the coming days. 

Jails and prisons are seen as 
particularly high-risk targets of 
COVID-19, the potentially dead- 
ly disease that has claimed thou- 
sands of lives worldwide and 
has now cropped up in all 50 
states. 

Other U.S. jurisdictions — San 
Francisco and Philadelphia, 


among them — have been re- 
leasing jail inmates in high- 
profile efforts to reduce the risk 
of cellblock outbreaks of the 
disease. 

In North Carolina this week, 
the state prison system an- 
nounced it has suspended all 
visits as a safety precaution. 

Meanwhile, the steps to com- 
bat the virus at the Mecklenburg 
Jail have been far more private. 

Last week, the county’s judg- 
es, prosecutors and public de- 
fenders began analyzing the 
jail’s logs to identify candidates 


for release, including those 
being held on low-level or vic- 
timless offenses, and others 
believed to be particularly vul- 
nerable to the disease, Chief 
District Judge Elizabeth Trosch 
told the Observer. 

District Attorney Spencer 
Merriweather, among others, 
said his staff and the public 
defender’s office have been 
sifting through a list of 100 jail 
inmates being held in pre-trial 
custody on misdemeanor charg- 
es as the sides try to balance the 
inmate’s health risks vs. any 
threat to public safety. 

While most of those under 
consideration have been ac- 
cused of minor crimes, Trosch 
said some may involve inmates 
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CHANGES TO YOUR PAPER 


In an effort to help us give 
you as much information as 
possible about the 
coronavirus pandemic, you 
may notice that we’ve moved 
some content to other 
sections. This is a temporary 
measure, and content will 
return to its usual place as 
soon as possible. 


BONUS CONTENT 


TAKING CARE DURING THE 
CORONAVIRUS OUTBREAK 


For up-to-date news and cancellations, visit 
charlotteobserver.com. For information on what you 
need to know to take care of yourself and others during 
this pandemic, including what it’s like to have 
coronavirus and what you need if you are quarantined, 
go to the Coronavirus section of your eEdition, 
available behind the local sections, at 
charlotteobserver.com/eedition. 
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